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Leviathan’s Actions in Job 41:22–24
Ellen van Wolde
Job 40:25–41:26 presents an impressive picture of Leviathan, of his fierce 
posture, invincibility, awe-inspiring nature, and, finally, in 41:22–24, of 
his actions. However, almost every term in this last episode is difficult to 
understand. Most commentators offer an explanation of these items in 
light of the previous verses, reading 41:5–26 as one piece. For example, 
those who identify Leviathan with a crocodile (based on vv. 5–21) select 
in verse 22 the meaning of “jagged shards” for חדודי חרש and “threshing 
edge” for חרוץ and consider it a description of the crocodile’s under-
part and of the track he leaves behind, while they understand מצולה (v. 
23) to refer to the Nile.1 Others argue that the picture of Leviathan is 
based on the whale, because Leviathan, like the whale, is a denizen of 
the sea and its depths, and they see verses 23–24 as a confirmation of 
the whalian interpretation of Leviathan because the whale alone can stir 
up the depths or whip up the abyss into a boiling froth (v. 23) or leave a 
white wake behind it (v. 24).2 Still others consider Leviathan a dragon or 
1. One of the earliest known scholars who identified Leviathan in Job 41 with the 
crocodile is Samuel Bochart, Hierozoicon sive bipartitum opus de animalibus Sacrae 
Scripturae (London: Thomas Rycroft, 1663), 5.769–95; it remains the consensus view 
until the present day. It is represented by, among others, Christoph Uehlinger, “Levi-
athan,” DDD, 956–64, who concludes: “No doubt this text [Job 41:2–26] describes 
features of a crocodile. … But the crocodile-Leviathan … is not simply considered 
as a zoological species. … Yahweh’s own words are full of respect for the crocodile-
Leviathan” (962). For an overview of Leviathan-crocodile scholarship, see David J. A. 
Clines, Job 38–42, WBC 18B (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2009), 1143–44 and 1190–92.
2. The identification of Leviathan with the whale (or dolphin), was advocated 
early on by Thomas Aquinas, Expositio super Iob ad litteram, 1275, ad loc., but in the 
twentieth century only by Bernard D. Eerdmans, Studies in Job (Leiden: Burgersdijk & 
Niermans, 1939), and G. R. Driver, “Mythical Monsters in the Old Testament,” in Studi 
-1 -
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similar mythological creature, partly based on Ugaritic parallels and on 
other biblical texts, as well as on the fire-breathing dragon in 41:10–13, 
represented in verses 23–24 by a Leviathan that makes the depths and 
the seas boil.3 A few scholars opt for a supernatural being or imaginary 
creature, so that Leviathan cannot be identified with a whale, dragon, 
crocodile, or any other known entity in the animal kingdom.4 Finally, 
Clines prefers an in-between position: “it seems best to see it as a real 
creature depicted with mythological features or overtones.”5
In this essay I will focus on verses 22–24 and analyze its components 
linguistically, in order to avoid a reading that is based on and limited 
by a previously construed picture of Leviathan. In it I will return to the 
arguments provided by the scholars mentioned above to support their 
respective crocodilian, whalian, dragonian, or imaginary pictures of 
Leviathan and consider whether or not the components in Job 41:22–24 
support their positions. But my main goal is to offer an in-depth analysis 
of these verses’ items. My conclusion will be that these verses’ compo-
nents do not fit in with the common idea of Leviathan as a crocodile, 
dragon, or whale.
This study is made to honor Ed Greenstein, who is never satisfied with 
standard answers but keeps an open mind to explore texts in the Hebrew 
Bible anew, based on a profound and broad knowledge. Thus he has been 
able to create ever-new perspectives on biblical texts in general and on the 
book of Job in particular. We warmly welcome his new translation of the 
book of Job,6 and I hope to show that his evaluation, that “translations of 
Orientalistici in onore di Giorgio Levi della Vida (Rome: Istituto per l’Oriente, 1956), 
234–38, who considers Leviathan a whale only in Job 40:25–30; the rest of 40:15–41:26 
he assigns to a crocodile. Recently the Leviathan whale identification was defended by 
Michael V. Fox, “Behemoth and Leviathan,” Bib 93 (2012): 261–67.
3. The Septuagint translates Leviathan with a “dragon” (δράκων). Clines summa-
rizes (Job 38–42, 1191): “The mythological interpretation of Leviathan seems to have 
first been argued by Gunkel (Schöpfung und Chaos, 18–58). … It is adopted in the 
commentaries of Tur-Sinai, Weiser (261–263), Pope, and Habel, as well as by Day, 
God’s Conflict, and A. Caquot, “Le Léviathan de Job 40,25–41,26,” RB 99.”
4. Marvin H. Pope, Job, AB 15 (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1973); and Edwin 
M. Good, In Turns of Tempest: A Reading of Job with a Translation (Stanford, CA: 
Stanford University Press, 1990), 361. 
5. Clines, Job 38–42, 1911.
6. Edward L. Greenstein, Job: A New Translation (New York: Yale University, 
Press 2019).
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Job often follow a convention that has not undergone sufficient critical 
scrutiny,”7 is valid for Job 41:22–24, too.
The Nominal Clause in Job 41:22a
Verse 22a is a nominal clause that has been interpreted in two ways. 
Some scholars take תחתיו as a noun and translate with “his underpart 
is…,”8 whereas others consider it a preposition “under him is….”9 From a 
lexical perspective it is quite clear that תחת in all its 512 occurrences is a 
preposition marking a spatial positioning “under x,” never a noun desig-
nating someone’s or something’s underpart. However, those who choose 
for the noun option do so because they regard the word חרש to denote 
a potsherd and the nominal clause to be a description of Leviathan’s 
belly, while they take Leviathan to be a crocodile. But even if Leviathan 
is imagined here as a crocodile, it must be noticed that a (Nile) crocodile 
does not have sharp, “potsherd-like” scrubs or points on his belly, but 
only on his back and tail. In verse 22a, תחתיו functions as a preposition 
that indicates the place of חרש and חדודי in relation to Leviathan: “Under 
him are [some things].”
The noun חרש occurs seventeen times in the Hebrew Bible: seven 
times in collocation with כלי “vessel of earthenware,” where it denotes an 
earthen vessel in which one puts food, water, blood, wine, or a document 
(for safekeeping). Without כלי it is used ten times to denote earthenware, 
earthen pots, or pottery made of clay. An analysis of these attestations 
shows the following results.
In Isa 30:13–14 חרש is used in a metaphorical context in which sin is 
compared to a break in the wall that will cause it to collapse, and the col-
lapsing wall is compared to the breaking of a potter’s jar, “so that there will 
7. Edward L. Greenstein, “Challenges in Translating the Book of Job,” in Found in 
Translation: Essays on Jewish Biblical Translation in Honor of Leonard J. Greenspoon, 
ed. James W. Barker, Anthony Le Donne, and Joel N. Lohr (West Lafayette, IN: Purdue 
University Press, 2018), 182.
8. Robert Gordis, The Book of Job: Commentary, New Translation, and Special 
Studies (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 1978); Norman C. Habel, 
The Book of Job: A Commentary, OTL (London: SCM, 1995); John E. Hartley, The Book 
of Job, NICOT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988). See also the NJPS translation of Job 
41:22: “His underpart is jagged shards.” 
9. Eduard Dhorme, A Commentary to the Book of Job (London: Thomas Nelson, 
1967), 642; Clines, Job 38–42, 137.
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not be found in its pieces a חרש to take fire from the hearth or scoop water 
from a cistern.”10 Can one scoop water from a cistern with a potsherd? 
Or take fire from a hearth with a broken piece of pottery? It seems most 
unlikely. The reason why commentators choose to translate it “potsherd” 
lies in the fact that they connect it with the described actions of smashing 
or crashing in verse 14a, assuming that this would result in earthenware 
broken into pieces. However, verse  14b does not connect the חרש to the 
previously described actions in 14a but to the infinitives לחתות “to take fire 
from a hearth”11 and לחשף “to scoop water with from a cistern.”12 Hence 
the term חרש must designate a pot or vessel.
Isaiah 45:9 uses the noun חרש twice: “Shame on him who argues with 
his potter, though he is nothing but a pot of earthen pottery [את־חרשי חרש 
-denotes an earthen pot, with the implicit ref חרש In this context ”.[אדמה
erence to Gen 2:7, where God formed the human being from soil, אדמה. 
Humans are not metaphorically understood as potsherds or shards but are 
compared to earthen pots made by their Maker, the Potter.
Jeremiah 19:1 describes how the prophet is sent out to buy “a jug of 
potter’s ware [חרש יוצר בקבק],” which cannot be a shard but an entire pot 
made of clay that is formed by a potter.
In Ezek 23:34 YHWH says to Oholibah that she will drink and drain 
the cup of Samaria and “that she will break its pottery.” The verb גרם means 
“break” or “crash,” and it is unlikely the text is imagining the breaking of 
an already-broken shard but rather a complete earthen vessel that will be 
broken. This explains why dictionaries and translations that take חרש to 
mean a shard change the meaning of גרם into “to gnaw,” as in “to gnaw its 
shards,” which seems highly unlikely. The text speaks about breaking the 
pots that Oholibah had drained.
The attestation of חרש in Prov 26:23 is used in the description of a 
shining cover laid over pottery: “base silver laid over earthenware are 
ardent lips with an evil mind” (NJPS). The pual participle מצפה (from 
-designates “be overlaid with,” used here in Prov 26:23 in refer (צפה
10. Unless otherwise indicated, all translations are mine.
11. The verb used in Isa 30:14 is  חתה“to take away”; this verb occurs four times 
in the Hebrew Bible, of which three occur in relation to (coals of) fire (Isa 30:14; Prov 
6:27; 25:22) and once in Ps 52:7 denoting “to destroy a person,” which may or may not 
imply the meaning of fire. The noun  33)מחתהx) denotes a firepan.
12. The verb  חשף(twice in the Hebrew Bible) designates “to scoop up water from 
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ence to earthenware covered with silver and in the Temple Scroll (11QT 
36:11) in reference to doors covered with gold. The comparison made 
in Proverbs is that you can cover something ordinary like pottery with 
shining silver, and so also can you cover an evil heart with ardent lips, 
but it will not help you, because the glitter and glamour of the outside 
does not correspond with the inside. For our discussion, the importance 
lies in the construction: the passive participle מצפה expresses the result 
of previous actions: the silver was laid over the earthenware some time 
before, and the result is a shining silver appearance (likewise gold in 
11QT XXXVI, 11).
A similar usage can be detected in Lam 4:1–2: “Alas! The gold is dulled, 
debased the finest gold! … The precious children of Zion; Once valued as 
gold—Alas, they are accounted as earthen pots, Work of a potter’s hands!” 
(NJPS). Again the opposition between earthenware and precious metals is 
sketched: whereas gold is highly valued, earthen pots are nothing special; 
they are everyday utensils. Once again Gen 2:7 is lurking in the back-
ground, with humans compared to pots made by the Potter. In Lam 4:2 
the children of Zion were once like precious pots valued as gold, but now 
they are simply regarded earthen pots.
Although in all these usages of חרש the term clearly denotes an 
earthen pot, pottery, or earthenware, the same term is commonly under-
stood in Job 2:8 and in 41:22  to denote a “potsherd.” The concept of 
potsherd includes the notion of a piece of broken earthenware. In biblical 
scholarship the explanation of חרש as a potsherd in Job 41:2 is based on 
references to Isa 30:13–14, discussed above, and on Job 2:8.13 The reason 
why exegetes and translators of Job 2:8 opt for the exceptional meaning 
of potsherd is its combination with the verb התגרד, which is understood 
as a hithpael of גרד, “to scratch, scrape.” Since one cannot scratch with 
a pot, it should thus denote a potsherd. The meaning of the verb התגרד 
(hithpael of גרד) is uncertain because it is a hapax legomenon. The only 
other attestation of the Hebrew verb גרד (in the hiphil) is in 11QT IL, 12:, 
“And on the day when they bring out the deceased from it, they shall clean 
the house of all tarnishing through oil and wine and moisture of water. 
Its floor and its walls and its doors they shall scrape off and its door locks 
and its doorposts and its thresholds and its lintels they shall wash down 
13. For an extensive analysis of Job 2:8, see Ellen van Wolde, “The Problem of the 
Potsherd: Job 2:8 in a New Perspective,” OTE 31 (2018): 692–704.
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with water.”14 In this text, the door, the wall, and the floor are the indirect 
objects of the hiphil verb, whereas the dirt, the impure matter that is to be 
removed, is absent as a direct object. Apparently, “one scrapes off ” and not 
“one scrapes [something] off.” Also in Mishnaic Hebrew, in Jewish Ara-
maic, and in Syriac comparable verbs denote “to scrape/scrape off.”15 The 
Septuagint further elaborates that Job was scraping away pus, an interpre-
tation with which the Vulgate concurs.16 It seems likely, therefore, that the 
hithpael התגרד in Job 2:8 designates either the action “to scratch himself ” 
or “to scrape away.” The term שחין is used here to denote “inflammations,” 
“sores,” or “ulcers,” and it is used thirteen times in the Hebrew Bible to 
refer to pestilence as one of the plagues (Exod 9:9, 10, 11 [2x]; Deut 28:27, 
35), where it describes the inflammation that breaks out in boils on the 
bodies of the Egyptians, to leprosy (Lev 13:18, 19, 20, 23) pictured as an 
inflammation on the skin, and in 2 Kgs 20:7 and Isa 38:21 to the severe 
illness of Hezekiah. In all these occurrences, the notion of a skin disease 
in combination with inflammation characterizes its meaning. To scratch 
such boils because they are itching is highly unlikely because that would 
spread the inflammation. More likely is that one squeezes the pus out of 
the inflamed ulcers in order to disinfect them, that is, to wash them out so 
that the healing process is sped up. The hithpael התגרד in Job 2:8 expresses 
that Job performs this action on himself. Subsequently, the discharge or 
secretion can be collected in a pot. The application of the verb גרד is quite 
similar to the only other attestation of the term in the Temple Scroll, where 
the verb גרד in the hiphil is used without a direct object: the stripping 
off does not mark the matter that is stripped off, but only the action of 
14. Translation from Johann Maier, The Temple Scroll: An Introduction, Transla-
tion and Commentary, trans. R. T. White, JSOTSup 34 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1985), 
43, emphasis added.
15. In Mishnaic Hebrew, גריד means “to scrape, scratch, comb, or strip” or, as a 
passive participle, “stripped” (Jastrow, 1:265; b. Šabb. 109b: “which has been stripped 
of its rind from the top downward”). In Jewish Aramaic (e.g., in Tg. Ps.-J. Judg 8:16, 
where it occurs in the pael גריד) and in Syriac it means “to scrape” or “to scrub (off),” 
or, less specifically, “to drag (something) across (something).” The Peshitta of Job 2:8 
uses mtgrdw in the ithpaal: wnsb lh ḥṣp’ lmtgrdw bh “and he [Job] took for himself the 
potsherd (in order) to scrape against/on himself.” In a Christian Palestinian Aramaic 
(Syriac) manuscript for Job 7:5 the same verb shows up in a peal (G) form: “I dissolve 
(?) the clods of earth from the pus I scrape off [break in manuscript].”
16. C. L. Seow, Job 1–21: Interpretation and Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerd-
mans, 2013), 304.
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removal or forcing out. In short, the hithpael התגרד in combination with 
the preposition בו “in it” leads to the following translation of Job 2:8: “he 
took a pot to scrape away (the pus) in it.” So the standard meaning of pot 
or vessel for חרש stands up to reason in Job 2:8, too. In sum, the noun חרש 
designates in all its attestations in the Hebrew Bible “earthen pot, pottery 
or earthenware.” I propose, therefore, to take חרש in Job 41:22a to desig-
nate earthenware, earthen pot, or pottery and not a potsherd.
The word חדוד is a hapax legomenon in the Hebrew Bible. The only 
other usage of חדוד is 1QNoah (1Q19) 3 5, חדודי  which tells of ,השמש 
Noah’s birth and his striking appearance and radiant eyes: “They [his 
eyes] illuminated the rooms of the house like rays of the sun.”17 In this 
text reference is made not only to Noah’s radiant eyes but also to other 
characteristics, such as his white hair, which is associated with radiance 
and illumination. The plural of  setoned חדוד “rays” or “beams of light” 
that stream from the sun or any luminous body. If חדודי designates a simi-
lar meaning in Job 41:22a, the term would refer to the “rays” of earthen 
pots or to “radiant earthenware,” entailing such notions as spreading of 
light or heat.
The morphological form חדוד in Job 41:22 suggests that it is a noun 
constructed from the passive participle of the verb חדד. This verb occurs 
six times in the Hebrew Bible: once it is used in the qal to denote “be quick” 
(Hab 1:8: “a horse is quicker than a wolf ”), twice in the hiphil to denote 
“sharpen” (in Prov 27:17: “iron sharpens iron, and one man sharpens the 
face of another”), and three times in the hophal to denote “be sharpened” 
of a sword (Ezek 21:14, 15, 16). In these occurrences the combination of 
the verb with a particular noun determines its meaning: in conjunction 
with an animal it seems to denote quickness, with a weapon it means to 
sharpen, while with a face its meaning remains unclear. But here in Job 
41:22a it is used in conjunction with earthenware. If חדודי functions as a 
nominal derived from a participle passive, it would express the result of 
17. See Matthias Weingold, “Aramaic Wunderkind: The Birth of Noah in the Ara-
maic Texts of Qumran,” in Aramaica Qumranica: Proceedings of the Conference on 
Aramaic Texts from Qumran in Aix-en-Provence 30 June–2 July 2008, ed. Katell Berthe-
lot and Daniel Stökl Ben Ezra, STDJ 94 (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 299–315, esp. 303; James 
Kugel, Traditions of the Bible: A Guide to the Bible as It Was at the Start of the Common 
Era (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1998), 218–19; William Loader, The Dead 
Sea Scrolls on Sexuality: Attitudes towards Sexuality in Sectarian and Related Literature 
at Qumran (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 289.
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a previous action performed by Leviathan, so that the clause would read: 
“under him is rayed/sharpened earthenware” or “under him is earthen-
ware made radiant.” If חדודי functions as a simple noun it would read: 
“under him are beams of light (shining on) earthenware.”
In order to determine the meaning of the entire clause in verse 22a, 
we must return to the texts containing the same noun חרש and also a 
participle passive: Prov 26:23 and 11QT XXXVI, 11. In the former text, 
silver was laid over earthenware, presumably to make it more shining and 
glamorous, although the main intention of the proverb was to express that 
this silver cover cannot hide the common substance of clay or soil of the 
pottery, just as ardent lips cannot hide an evil heart. The idea behind it 
is that silver was laid over earthenware to make it radiant and thus more 
precious. Also in 11QT XXXVI, 11 the doors that were covered with gold 
are made this way to make them glimmer and shine. Could this help us to 
construe the correct meaning of Job 41:22?
The situation expressed in this nominal clause is either a state or 
the effect of Leviathan’s actions: he spread rays of light over earthen-
ware, that is, over the common, everyday material of earthenware, so 
that it became radiant (even though in ordinary life it is impossible to let 
earthenware shine). Therefore, I propose the following provisional trans-
lation: “under him are rays/beams of light (shining on) earthenware,” or 
“under him is radiant earthenware,” or even “under him earthenware is 
made radiant/shining.” The next parallel clause in verse 22b may give us 
further information.
The Verbal Clause in Job 41:22b
The verbal clause in v. 22b describes Leviathan’s action. The verb רפד is 
used only three times in the Hebrew Bible: Job 17:13; 41:22; and Song 2:5. 
In Job 17:13 “my bed” is the direct object of רפד, and the terms together 
express the preparation of one’s bed.  The word “spread out” or “cover” 
implies that one places or spreads something out over something else in 
order to prepare, protect, hide, or embellish it. In Job 17:13 the equipment 
with which the bed is covered is not mentioned.
In Song 2:5b “me” is the direct object of רפד, “cover me with apples.” 
This is parallel with verse 5a, “lay raisin cakes upon me” or “sustain 
me with raisin cakes,” in which the verb סמך expresses either the more 
figurative meaning of “to support, sustain” (commonly used in combi-
nation with abstract concepts such as trust, the righteous, the mind) 
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or the more concrete meaning of “to lay on” or “to set on” (used with 
a hand, a garment, etc.). In Song 2:5b both options are possible, but 
because the context is that of a physical body, the nonfigurative option 
is preferable. The parallelism would then be “lay raisin cakes upon me 
and cover me with apples,” in which the word “cover” is used to indicate 
that this disposition is made in order to prepare or embellish the loved 
one’s body.18
Based on this small amount of data, and especially on the text of 
Job 17:13, we can conclude that the verb רפד in Job 41:22 designates “to 
spread out” or “to cover,” while the notion of covering includes three par-
ties: someone (the subject) who covers someone/something (direct object) 
with something else (complement). Here, in Job 41:22, these three posi-
tions are all filled in: Leviathan is said to cover טיט with חרוץ.
The word טיט occurs thirteen times in the Hebrew Bible and clearly 
denotes mud or mire. It is located in the streets,19 or in a pit,20 while mire 
and slime (רפש and יון) and mud (טיט) are used as synonyms.21 In Isa 41:25 
-is related to the clay from which a potter makes earthen pots. Syntac טיט
tically, the noun טיט is most often used with the preposition ב “in” (Nah 
3:14: “in the mud”; Zech 10:5: “trample in the mud”; Jer 38:6: “sink in the 
mud”) and twice with “out” (Pss 40:3; 69:15), whereas Job 41:22 is the only 
text in which טיט is combined with עלי “over.”
The term חרוץ is not as simple. According to the dictionaries it stands 
for “gold” (six times), “threshing sledge” (four times), and “canal, moat” 
18. Another text that is of relevance for the present discussion is Judg 4:18, where 
Sisera fled to the tent of Jael (“He entered her tent and she covered him with a blan-
ket”), in which the verb כסה “cover” has a person as direct object and the blanket 
 .instrumentalis indicates the equipment with which Sisera is covered-ב with (שמיכה)
The similarity between this noun שמיכה (written with ׂש) and the verb סמך (written 
with ס) “to spread out” may point to their relation in meaning: both are used in refer-
ence to blankets or bedcovers.
19. 2 Sam 22:43: “I pounded them like dust of the earth; like mud of the streets 
I pulverized them”; Ps 18:43: “I trod them flat as mud in the streets”; Mic 7:10: “she 
shall be for trampling like mud in the streets”; Zech 9:3: “she [Tyre] has amassed … 
gold like the mud in the streets”; 10:5: “they shall be like warriors in battle, trampling 
in the mud of the streets.” 
20. Jer 38:6: “in the pit there was no water only mud.”
21. Isa 57:20: “his waters toss up mire and mud”; Ps 40:3: “He lifted me out of the 
miry pit, the slimy mud.”
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(once)22 in the Hebrew Bible.23 The four attestations of חרוץ as “thresh-
ing sledge” are the following. Amos 1:3 (“Because of their threshing [of] 
Gilead with threshing boards of iron”) contains the plural of חרוץ together 
with the infinitive of דוש “their threshing” plus the direct object Gilead. In 
Isa 28:27 (“so black cumin is not threshed with a threshing board בחרוץ, 
and the wheel of the threshing sledge is not moved over the cumin”) the 
singular of חרוץ is used in combination with the verb דוש (thresh) and 
parallel to the next clause describing the movement of a threshing sledge, 
 with respect to the same object: cumin. Also in Isa 41:15 (“I will ,עגלה
make you into a threshing board [מורג], a new thresher [חרוץ] with many 
spikes; you shall thresh [דוש] mountains to dust”), the noun חרוץ is used 
in combination with the verb דוש and in parallel construction with מורג, 
threshing board. These three texts mention objects and tools that fit in the 
threshing process, and the noun חרוץ clearly functions in this threshing 
context. But does Job 41:22 display a similar context of threshing? The 
object is טיט, mud or mire, which is not something that can normally be 
threshed.24 In addition, the verb רפד “spread out” or “cover” seems illogi-
cal in combination with a threshing sledge. These two arguments make it 
unlikely that חרוץ designates a threshing board or edge in Job 41:22. In 
other words, none of the usual verbs set in combination with threshing 
 are used here, and the verb that occurs cannot be used together (מורג ,דוש)
with a threshing board.
Six times in the Hebrew Bible the word חרוץ designates “gold”: Zech 
9:3; Ps 68:14; Prov 3:14; 8:10, 19; 16:16. Also the two occurrences of 
the lexeme in the Hebrew of Ben Sira clearly mean “gold” (14:3; 31:5). 
22. Because of its single usage in Dan 9:25 denoting “moat” or “canal,” it will be 
left out of the discussion here.
23. BDB (358b) recognizes חרוץ only as an adjective “sharp,” with מורג “threshing 
sledge” implied here and in Isa 28:27 and Amos 1:3. Clines (Job 38–42, 1198) con-
cludes: “Imagining its nether parts as a threshing sledge fitted with sharp potsherds, 
the poet envisages how it will leave a deep imprint as it walks away from lying in a 
comfortable spot in the mud.” 
24. The identification of Leviathan with the crocodile has led many commenta-
tors to select the meaning of “threshing edge.” Together with the idea that the term
 denotes a potsherd, they take v. 22b to refer to the track a crocodile leaves in the חרש
sand or mud. However, the track a real crocodile leaves in the sand is not at all compa-
rable to the pattern that African or Arabic threshing edges (old and recent ones) leave 
in the sand. What a crocodile leaves are foot impressions, whereas a threshing plough 
leaves a kind of network structure.
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In Zech 9:3 חרוץ refers to Tyre’s behavior: “she has amassed silver like 
dust and gold [חרוץ] like mud [כטיט] in the streets.” We find here the 
same combination of words as in Job 41:22, in which gold and mud 
figure side by side. In Ps 68:14 (“Even for those of you who lie among 
the sheepfolds, there are wings of a dove sheathed in silver, its pinions 
in fine gold חרוץ”) the contrast made is that between the poor shep-
herds, on the one hand, and the silver and gold-covered pigeons, on the 
other hand. In the book of Proverbs the term חרוץ is used primarily in 
comparisons: Prov 3:14 describes the value of wisdom (“her value in 
trade is better than silver, her yield greater than gold”), 8:10 the value of 
knowledge (“accept my discipline rather than silver, knowledge rather 
than choice gold”), 8:19 the value of products (“my fruit is better than 
gold and my produce better than choice silver”), and 16:16 the value 
of wisdom (“how much better to acquire wisdom than gold, to acquire 
understanding is preferable to silver”). So in six texts חרוץ designates 
gold, while these texts share the same characteristics: silver and gold 
are mentioned side by side, representing sumptuousness. In three texts 
they are contrasted with mud as the representative of the lowest of all 
material sorts or with shepherds as the representatives of the poorest of 
all people.
Because of the lack of terms referring to the threshing process and 
because of the great similarity with the usages of חרוץ in the Hebrew Bible 
where it is contrasted with “poor” or “low” substances, it seems highly 
likely that חרוץ designates “gold” in Job 41:22. Therefore, I propose to 
translate verse 22b with “he spread gold out over mud” or “he covered 
mud with gold.”
The conclusion for the entire verse is that the nominal clause in verse 
22a expresses a state/quality or the result of a previous action that is spa-
tially related to Leviathan, while the parallel verbal clause in verse 22b 
narrates Leviathan’s ongoing action. Both clauses designate a similar con-
tent: Leviathan spreads light under him that makes earthenware glitter as 
though illuminated by rays of the sun, and Leviathan covers mud with gold.
Job 41:23–24
Verse 23 consists of two parallel verbal clauses, of which only the term 
 (”to boil“) רתח needs discussion, because the meanings of the verbs מצולה
and שים (“to set” or “make”) and of the noun סיר (“cooking pot,” “caul-
dron”) are clear. The twelve texts with מצולה in the Hebrew Bible indicate 
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that it is used in reference to the waters of the deep, of the sea, or of Sheol 
and designates “depth” or “the deep.” It is often set parallel to the sea, as 
is also the case here in verse 23. However, based on Ps 69:3 (מצולה ביון: 
“slimy deep”) and on Zech 10:11 (יאר מצולות: “the depths of the river”), 
various biblical scholars conclude that in Job 41:23 מצולה also refers to the 
Nile and see it as a confirmation of the crocodilian interpretation of Levi-
athan. This seems unlikely for three reasons. First, one should consider 
the large majority of the other attestations of מצולה where it designates 
the deep sea. Second, this is further buttressed by the parallel construc-
tion with ים in 23b. Third, a comparison with Zech 10:11 and Ps 69:3 is 
illustrative. The former refers back to the exodus story and the crossing 
of the sea; where Exod 15:5 uses מצולה parallel to תהום, Zechariah speaks 
of a “passover” (עבר) through the sea and states that “all the deeps of the 
river will dry up.” Hence this text does not refer only to the river itself but 
to the deep out of which the river gets its water. Psalm 69:2–3 (“Deliver 
me, o God, for the waters have reached my neck; I am sinking into the 
slimy deep and find no place to stand”) depicts being in waters without 
having a foothold, while the adjective ביון refers to the slimy character 
of the water, but it says nothing of it being a swamp. Instead, it refers to 
deep waters that are opaque. This view is confirmed by Ps 40:3 (“He lifted 
me out of the miry pit, out of the slimy mud [מטיט היון]), where “slimy 
mud” does not refer to a swamp but to the opaque and dirty nature of the 
mud. In sum, in all its twelve occurrences מצולה denotes “the deep,” and 
the verbal clause expresses that Leviathan causes the deep to “boil like a 
cooking pot.”
The parallel clause in verse 23b tells the same, namely, that Leviathan 
“makes the sea [boil] like an ointment pot.” The verb רקח (eight times in 
the Hebrew Bible to designate “mix ointment”) and various nouns built on 
the root רקח denote “ointment maker,” “spice,” “ointment mixture,” while 
 refers to the ointment pot in which one makes, mixes, and stirs up מרקחה
ointment. Both clauses presuppose fire or heat. Leviathan’s heat is such 
that it makes the deep and the sea boil.
Verse 24a is a verbal clause that opens with the preposition אחריו 
“behind him” (cf. “under him” in v. 22a) and in which the hiphil אור 
expresses that Leviathan “causes to light”: “Behind him he illuminates/
lights up a path” or “Behind him he leaves a shining wake.”
The next verbal clause, verse 24b, is quite remarkable because it con-
tains the qal of חׁשב (“to think, consider”) and unexpectedly introduces 
an external viewpoint and evaluating agent: “one would think the תהום 
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white-haired” or “he makes the deep seem white-haired.”25 The noun שיבה 
refers to gray/white hair, always used in the Hebrew Bible in reference to 
people of old age but here uniquely used with reference to the תהום. This 
metaphorical usage reminds us of the luminous rays of Noah in 1QNoah 3 
5 that are associated with his eyes and with his white hair, but also reminds 
us of Dan 7:9–10:
As I looked on, Thrones were set in place, And the Ancient of Days took 
His seat. His garment was like white snow, And the hair of His head 
was like lamb’s wool. His throne was tongues of flame; its wheels were 
blazing fire. A river of fire streamed forth before Him; Thousands upon 
thousands served Him; Myriads upon myriads attended Him. (NJPS)
In these texts “white hair” is a metaphor connected with old age as well as 
radiance. Could the same notions be applicable to the תהום in Job 41:24b? 
A first argument in support of this view is the parallelism of verse 24a (“he 
lightens his wake”) and 24b (“he seems to make the תהום white-haired”), 
which both regard the light-giving capacity of Leviathan. Another argu-
ment is Leviathan’s triple action in verses 23–24 concerning the waters: he 
makes the sea and the deep boil and makes the תהום radiant with light. The 
action narrated in verse 24a tells of the trail he leaves behind: a wake of 
light. This power of illumination is so great that it seems as though Levia-
than makes the waters of the תהום shining brilliant white.
Conclusion: Leviathan’s Actions in Job 41:22–24
The components of verses 22–24 paint a coherent picture of Leviathan. He 
illuminates the solid matter that covers the earth and makes the waters of 
the deep boil, even though the deep descends so far vertically. He causes 
the waters of the sea to boil, waters that cover the entire horizontal area 
of the earth-disk and surround the continent. In other words, Leviathan’s 
actions concern all matter, both earthly substance as well as the terranean 
and subterranean waters. In opposition to the scholars who consider Levi-
athan a sea animal, one should say that his actions do not regard the waters 
only but also relate to the soil. He makes the mud and the pots made of 
earthenware shine and glitter as if covered with light and gold. He heats 
25. KJV, RSV, NIV, and Clines (Job 38–42, 1195) choose the former translation, 
NJPS the latter translation.
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the waters below the earth-disk and the seas on it, causing them to boil like 
ointment in bubbling ointment pots. He apparently has a fire inside him 
that makes water boil and the soil dry up and shine. His heat and fire are of 
such an immense power that even the deep seems glowing white.
Based on these results, I propose the following translation:
22 Under him are beams of light shining on earthenware;
he spreads gold over the mud.
23 He makes the deep boil like a cauldron,
he makes the sea boil like an ointment-pot.
24 Behind him he leaves a shining wake,
one would think the deep glowing white. 
In sum, the actions described in Job 41:22–24 do not confirm Leviathan’s 
identification with the crocodile, the dragon, or the whale. The Leviathan 
is depicted here as an impressive animal that makes solid material shine 
and waters boil. His light- and heat-emanating power is so great that he 
can heat up the entire earth, sea and deep. Identification with an ordinary 
animal is, therefore, impossible, and there is no reason to even try. The 
intention of this episode is to picture Leviathan’s otherworldly actions and 
to leave Job and his readers awestruck.
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